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Abstract Reportedly, over the past thirty years there has been a general sense of willingness, on behalf of suppliers and customers alike, to develop increasingly close 'emotional' relationships based on trust 1 . Whilst buyers reward suppliers with brand loyalty, suppliers in turn develop strategies to continually energise this 'connective' relationship. However, as customers and suppliers increasingly become physically connected to one another via computer networks an important emergent issue is: whether the nature of their relationship is changing as a result of transactions taking place across these
Introduction
This paper presents the findings of the first stage of a research project designed to explore how European financial institutions are likely to manage online customer relationships in the future. A series of semi-structured interviews were conducted during Spring 2001 with senior managers from large banking corporations in France, Germany and the UK. The outcome from a research perspective is an exploratory conceptual framework, which indicates key components that will assist in bounding the area to be studied by future work. From an industry perspective, the findings provide insight into how alternative channel approaches (online and offline) have the potential to affect management of customer relationships. Indeed, in online environments opportunities may exist to access newly emerging consumer segments using high-tech / low-touch solutions. The paper reviews current literature to provide a contextual background and research framework. It briefly outlines the proposed research strategy for the whole project and then details the methodology used for this first stage of the research. This section is followed by a discussion of the findings, academic and managerial implications, and conclusions on the significance of this stage of the research.
Contextual Background
According to Kim 9 suggests that technology will empower consumers through the use of 'intelligent agents' and highlights that customer loyalty will only be maintained through improved products and service excellence. Moreover, there is also evidence to suggest that some customers actually prefer more distant relationships 10 , especially those created by new electronic delivery channels 6 .
Additionally, it has been suggested, that where online transactions are taking place, the very fact that the customer can interact with the medium offers the potential to alter the nature of the customer/supplier relationship 11 . Instead of the relationship operating on a unidirectional one-to-many model it becomes a many (customers)-tomany (suppliers) bi-directional relationship 11, 12 . Hoffman and Novak 13 propose that the potential for this 'multiple layered interaction' between different parties involved in the exchange process is the fundamental difference between traditional and electronic commerce and potentially alters the power base of the relationship.
Therefore, it is reasonable to suggest that integration of Internet technologies into an organisation's channel strategy could provide opportunities to explore new forms of relationships.
Evidence of changes resulting from adoption of Internet technologies to buyer/ supplier relationships already exists in the financial service industry. Large banking corporations are supplying financial services directly to 'cherry picked' customers via the Internet. Disintermediated market transactions of this kind are efficient for they remove the need to compensate agents and intermediaries in the supply chain. High-tech transactional solutions of this kind pose a serious threat to 'retail' banks, which rely on a physical branch network to serve their most valuable customers 14, 15 .
Paradoxically, financial service providers are increasingly attempting to develop longterm customer relationships 3 by enhancing the platforms of product, service and delivery, even though their customers may actually be seeking a less involved commitment, especially those who chose computer-mediated channels to market.
Indeed, a switch to more anonymous relationships afforded by new electronic delivery channels could represent a significant 'innovation leap' 2 .
The underlying question of how the application of technology alters the nature of customer relationships is of fundamental importance, given that financial service providers are increasingly integrating Internet technologies into their operations.
Therefore, it is important to determine: the nature of online relationships and whether they are based on trust and emotion -a kind of irrational 'connective' bond or whether they are reverting to the supposedly rational 'transactional' exchanges of thirty years ago 1 as this could alter the direction of control (organisation or customer)
within the relationship and the platforms on which future competitive battles will be fought.
Research Aims
The primary research aims of the study are to identify the key issues likely to affect whether, and to what extent, the online channel strategies adopted by companies in the financial services sector change the value platforms of product, service and delivery and hence the relationship between customers and suppliers. More specifically, the objectives are to establish:
• whether Internet-based technologies adopted by organisations in the financial services sector support or change existing customer relationships;
• the extent to which customer relationships are perceived by the supplier organisation as rational (transactional) or irrational (emotional);
• the degree to which adoption of online channel strategies are influenced by activity, culture and company size.
The next section of this paper presents the methods by which these objectives were explored and follows with a discussion of the findings.
Research Method
According to Miles and Huberman 16 philosophising over the choice of research methodologies potentially usurps more time and energy than actual research. It is however, important to consider the types of research being conducted so that its purpose and methodological features can be clarified. The discussion of the literature has provided some indication of the key areas to be explored. However, further exploration is required to assist in the bounding of the area to be studied, as online customer relationship strategies in the financial services sector are a comparatively new research topic. Given the exploratory nature of the research it was deemed important to devise a multi-method research strategy. The benefits of such a strategy are that it provides an opportunity for elaboration and development of early analysis into richer more detailed findings 17 ; the corroboration of each activity through triangulation 18 ; further exploration of the phenomena of interest where empirical research findings are lacking; and it also assists in the development of each forthcoming activity 19 . As a result, it is proposed that the research strategy should consist of three elements: an initial qualitative element (semi-structured interviews);
followed by a quantitative element (supplier questionnaire) and finally a further qualitative element (customer focus groups). The remainder of this paper discusses the first qualitative stage of the research.
The first stage of the research is exploratory in nature, seeking to identify key issues related to the research topic and to develop an understanding of the situation from the financial organisations' perspective. In-depth semi-structured interviews were deemed the most appropriate method [20] [21] .
Semi-structured Interviews
The in-depth semi-structured interviews explored the perceptions of senior executive managers from financial service providers from each of the chosen countries. A set of questions to examine the key aspects of the adoption of Internet technologies and their likely effect on customer/supplier relationships were derived from the literature.
Additionally, the rationale for the introduction (or otherwise) of electronic media to facilitate purchases as well as benefits (both anticipated and realised) of the introduction of the technology was explored. Furthermore, it was deemed important to encourage interviewees to openly discuss the situation within their organisation in order to provide an opportunity for issues omitted by existing literature to emerge.
The interviews were conducted during May and June 2001. The interviews varied in length from one to three hours.
Research Project Sample Frame
Financial institutions from France, Germany and the UK form the basis of the sample frame for the project as a whole. The target population was derived from four sources 22-25 using type of organisation and country of origin (details of type of organisation are provided in the next section). The rationale for selecting these three countries is based on similarities identified by Hofstede 25 with regard to the degree of individualism and masculinity. In addition to this, Germany and the UK also share identical values with regard to power distance. According to Hofstede 25 (p16) , the individualism 'index' is associated with 'speaking one's mind' with 'honesty' and 'sincerity', and hence it was deemed important to maintain consistency in this regard across the sampled countries. A similar consistency was sought to minimise effects of variation in 'social gender roles', and in this case each country portrays similar distinctions between men exhibiting 'tough' traits and women being 'tender' (the masculine index). Consistent feminine indices -whilst equally effective, would have portrayed tough -tender traits that 'overlapped' between genders 25 (p82) . Again, relatively consistent power distance indices would imply common degrees of 'dependence by subordinates on bosses' genders 25 (p 27) , in this case tending distinctly to 'consultative relationships' across the sample -albeit that France is the least consultative. Additionally, many studies of Internet adoption and e-commerce have been conducted in single countries [26] [27] [28] and as a result the findings are of most significance to those organisations operating within the target country. The international dimensions of this study provide an opportunity to produce more generally applicable results.
Target Sample for Semi-structured Interviews
Given the exploratory nature of this stage of the research, a collective case approach [29] [30] was adopted. It was a deemed necessary to collect a wide range of viewpoints in the belief that in-depth understanding of a small number of cases will eventually lead to better general understanding of the behaviour of the larger target population. Cases were carefully selected in order to explore the varying effects of channel strategy on the nature of customer relationship management. According to Denzin & Lincoln such selection methods provide an opportunity to analyse cases' specific and generic properties. Initially, the target population described above was stratified in terms of an organisation's approach towards channel strategy. Three key channel approaches were identified: 1) branch-based providers, which use physical branch networks as their only channel to market, 2) non-branch-based providers, which solely rely on
Internet-based channels, 3) hybrid providers, which use a mixture of branch-based and
Internet-based channels to gain access to market. The next step was to identify senior customer services managers from large financial organisations in each of the strata, in each of the target countries, which were willing to take part in the research.
Eventually, 9 suitable case companies were identified. At this exploratory stage of the research this selective method of identifying cases was considered appropriate as the comparatively small number of cases could be decidedly biased if random sampling techniques were used 16 . Large organisations were sought, as they were considered most likely to be taking the most proactive approach towards defending existing market share through the development of customer relationships.
After data collection interviews were transcribed verbatim, translated (where necessary) and then analysed using within-case and cross-case analysis methods. 
Results and Discussion of the Findings
The qualitative interviews yielded some interesting results as the integration of Internet technologies into the channel strategies of the case organisations varied significantly as did the nature of customer relationships. The within-case analyses are now presented prior to a discussion of the findings of the cross-case analysis.
Within-case analysis.
This section provides a brief synopsis of each case company and the approaches taken towards adoption of Internet technologies and the handling of customer relationships a .
Whilst interpreting the data, it became evident that each case had its own, possibly unique approach towards the integration of Internet technology into the organisation's channel strategy, which may in turn influence or be influenced by customer relationships. Additionally, the level of importance of 'soft' emotional variables and or 'hard' transactional variables encountered by customers during exchange processes has the potential to have a profound effect on an organisation's market positioning.
In order to aid interpretation of the variation in technological integration and emotional/ transactional relationships in each case, a list of potentially significant levels are shown respectively in Table 1 and Table 2 .
a Direct quotes are italicised. 
Relational -Medium
Face-to-face contacts between supplier and customer still 
Transactional -High

Level 2
Significant investment in online technology but manual intervention between front and back office
The exchange process is not seamless. Human intervention provides a critical link in the service offered through such channels.
Level 1
Centralised call centre hubs Whilst digital technology is used in front and back office, customers have no access to online delivery channels.
Level 0
Basic investment in website technology
Internet technology is only used for internal and external communication.
No attempt is being made to integrate into channel strategy Each case is now examined in some detail, to consider the relevance of the provisional scales shown in Table 1 Generally, the within-case analysis revealed each company to have adopted a unique approach towards online channel strategies development. This is an expected finding at this stage given the size of the sample frame and the research aim to gather a wide collection of viewpoints.
Cross-case analysis.
The purpose of this analysis is to compare cases in terms of their approach towards integration of Internet technologies into channel strategies and to identify any differences, which exist in the nature of the customer relationships. Huberman and Miles 32 recommend caution when using this type of analysis as each case has its own unique characteristics, which may become obscured by a higher level of inference.
However, Noblitt and Hare 33 make a strong case for making comparisons as a means of identifying general trends. Given the exploratory focus of this stage of the research project it was therefore deemed reasonable to use cross-case analysis. relationships based on speed and efficiency of service prove to be important highly relational organisations may be usurped by companies following high-tech/low-touch transactional strategies. The organisations, which potentially are experiencing the most changes are those seeking to achieve a balance between operating branch based networks offering medium to high levels of customer service personal while also offering Internet channels. In this situation, channel conflict is likely to dilute rather than enhance performance. These types of organisations are currently unlikely to achieve the required levels on product and service platforms suggested by Daniel 9 These issues will be addressed by research activities latter in the research project.
The second key objective was to examine the extent to which customer relationships are perceived by the supplier organisation as rational (transactional) or irrational (emotional). For organisations at the transactional (high tech/ low touch) extreme, technology is used to create a streamlined delivery. Additionally, data mining creates a wide range of products, which are marketed using 'fine-grain' segmentation strategies. Companies adopting this positioning show no evidence of the 'intangible' characteristic posited by Barnes 10 . However, at the other extreme, relational (high touch /low tech), there is evidence of emotional qualities in the supplier /customer relationships, similar to those described by Becket et al 7 as 'relational-dependant'.
The third key objective was the degree to which adoption of online channel strategies are influenced by activity, culture and company size. At this stage limited attention has been paid to company size or cultural difference. However, there is some evidence to suggest that culture could impact on future channel strategies. For instance, in Germany, the more traditional approach involving highly individual personal services dominates, whereas in the UK new entrants to financial markets are offering highly advanced technologically orientated channels to market. French organisations appear to be experimenting with rather more 'hybrid' channel solutions and are perhaps in the situation where Internet technologies are most likely to cause profound changes in the near future. However, further work is required to determine the likely significance of cultural differences.
Implications and Limitations
The primary value of this stage of the research is in providing a foundation for future research based on identification of the critical dimensions of customer/supplier relationships in the financial services sector. Moreover, the study has provided some evidence to support the beliefs that adoption of Internet and digital technologies can have a profound effect on the management of customer/supplier relationships.
Additionally the research has produced insight for practitioners seeking to improve customer relationships and build loyalty and the raised questions about the possible impact of Internet technologies. The within-case analysis has provided an insight into various different approaches, some of which may well prove to be valuable business models of the future digital age. The cross-case analysis suggests that certain approaches being adopted are seeking to make the competition irrelevant by focusing on a specific area of 'service' and 'delivery'. Companies, which are not currently considering the potential value of the rational 'transactional' approach should at the very least be monitoring whether their customers are switching to more transaction-based offers. Conversely, those companies developing anonymous 'transactional' customer/supplier trading relationship should seek to ensure that they are not alienating the potentially 'most profitable' customer who requires the personal touch.
Notwithstanding the possible significance of these implications, it is important to consider the limitations of this study. The sample frame is rather small and to make generalisations from a sample of this size could lead to inaccurate predictions for the future. Further work is underway, in the form of a quantitative survey of the sample population, to address this issue.
Conclusions
This first stage of the project has revealed some potentially important trends, which could impact on how companies develop customer relationship strategies in the future. However, limitations in the research approach need to be addressed before the significance of these trends can be determined. Further research is now underway to address these issues.
